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Full Confession

 

He'd forgotten me.  I could tell that by the way he smiled,
shook my hand and welcomed me.  I could also tell he had no
trouble sleeping at night.  No nightmares woke him with
screams on his lips, bed soaked with sweat.  He didn't need a
pill to put him out and one to wake him up.  No, he'd
forgotten.  But I hadn't.   I would never forget
him.  Even now, twenty years later I still remembered the
pain, the helplessness and finally the shame.   I'd felt
soiled for twenty years,  and no matter how much hot water I
used, I couldn't wash it away.

I watched him move through the crowd shaking hands, slapping a
few on the back, reaching for a baby.  I cringed as he touched
the child.  A man like him should never be allowed to touch a
child.

Physically he'd changed a lot in twenty years.  He no
longer had the beard that had chafed my tender skin.  He'd
fixed his teeth, and his hands were soft now, not calloused by
hours of farm labor.  But his eyes were the same.  Dark
and bottomless, like the sludge pool outside the local sewer plant.
  Years of therapy, changing my name, my appearance, and
making lead detective on the homicide force had not erased the
memory of those eyes.  They still haunted me at night when the
lights went out and the medicine didn't kick in fast enough. 
I hated those eyes.

"Hey, Blondie, what's eating you?  You look like you ate
some bad potato salad."

I turned to my partner, Mark Graham, granting him a scathing
look.  "Don't call me Blondie," I stated, walking away at a
quick clip.  The more distance I put between myself and Lewis
Carlton, the easier it would be to breathe.

Mark hurried to catch up with me.  "Geeze, Tina, you should
be celebrating.  Looks like the town's finally gonna  get
a good man in office.   Maybe now we can finally clean
this place up."

Stopping I took a deep breath choosing my words carefully. 
"I think you're right, Mark.  I must have swallowed something
that didn't agree with me.  I think I'll start my vacation
early, call it a day and go home.  I'll see you tomorrow."

# # #

An alcoholic learns quickly there just isn't enough alcohol in
the world to fill that hole in the soul.  A druggie finds out
the same thing.  The more drugs you take the more you need to
reach that feeling of euphoria.  To stop the pain, the
deadness.   I'd vomited until there was nothing left
inside.  Screamed until my throat was raw.  The fix I
needed couldn't be found in a bottle.  I'd thought the
nightmares were bad, but reality was worse.  Seeing him. 
Knowing he still lived, loved, laughed.  I'd taken an oath to
uphold the law.   I couldn't just kill him, could
I? 

Raising my head I glanced in the mirror slightly taken back by
the image staring back at me.  Stringy hair, blotchy skin, and
hollowed eyes.   Stepping into the shower I turned on the
water, keeping it as hot  as I could stand it. Reaching for
the soap I lathered up from head to toe.  I couldn't let him
live.  He was a murderer.   A thief.  He stole
the lives of the unsuspecting, and the dreams and innocence of
their children.   I'd also taken an oath to protect our
citizens, even if it meant protecting them from themselves. 
They believed Lewis Carlton to be a good man.  A man of
God.  A savior of sorts.  Nothing would convince them
otherwise.   Nothing except a full confession.

My eyes still looked sunken in the morning, but my skin had at
least regained some of its normal color and my hair was no longer
stringy.  I've been told I'm pretty when I want to be, and
today I needed that.  I needed Carlton to notice me, follow
me.  I needed him to be the filthy slime ball I knew he
was.  Picking up the phone I made the appointment to get my
hair and makeup done.  Now to buy a nice evening dress. 
One that said, I'm easy, but you can't have it.  Carlton
wouldn't be able to resist that.  The thought that I was
available to everyone but him. 

# # #

The victory party was in full swing when I walked in.  All
the local dignitaries on hand to kiss up to the new mayor. 
And Carlton was there, right in the middle, soaking it all
up.  I saw the chief's raised eyebrows as his gaze took in my
"little black dress".  Little of course being the operative
word.  Hard to believe that slip of fabric had cost me three
months salary.  I'd be eating paper bag lunches for the next
six months.

It was worth it though when I saw Carlton's eyes turn my
way.  Couldn't they see it?  The light twitch of his
hands, shallowness of his breathing, leer on his lips.  I
could almost feel the wheels in his mind turning, planning,
plotting.  The pupils in his eyes dilated as he raised his
champagne glass to his lips.  He had a plan.  That was
good, because so did I.

I sipped a single glass of champagne for over two hours, making
small talk with every man in the room.  Every man except
Carlton.  Him I pointedly ignored.  He'd approached me
several times, but each time I'd politely excused myself and gone
to the ladies room.  Returning with a full glass.  Water
of course, but no one had to know that.  I smiled a lot. 
Laughed loudly.  I was the belle of the ball, and I knew
Monday at the office was going to be filled with wolf whistles and
lewd jokes.  Everyone was seeing a side of Detective Tina
Caprillo they'd never seen before.  And hopefully one they
would never see again.

Things were winding down.  Carlton was making his final
approach, and I was ready for him.  "Detective Caprillo, I
wondered if I could have a word with you.  I'd like to go over
a new strategy I have in mind to fight our gang problem."

"Sorry, Mayor, I was just leaving.  Call my office next
week and speak with the task force.  I'm sure they'll be glad
to set something up for you."

I turned away from him, heading for the door.  My skin
crawled as his fingers wrapped around my wrist, jerking me around
to face him.  His face was flushed and not just from drinking
too much.  The animal in his was coming out.  The beast
only I could see.  "I'd prefer to discuss it with you. 
Now."  His voice dropped to a whisper. "Or am I going to have
to replace you on the force with someone more amenable?"

Gripping the fingers wrapped around my wrist I pulled his hand
away.  "I guess you'll have to do whatever you have to do, Mr.
Carlton.  I'm on vacation, and headed to my cabin in the woods
for a week of quiet."

I heard the whispered oath as I walked away.  My stomach
was rolling, and bile rose in my throat.  I swallowed it,
pulling on every ounce of inner strength I possessed not to throw
up, or worse turn around and put a bullet right between those beady
eyes.  I had him.  He'd taken the bait, and now all I had
to do was wait to reel in the line.

# # #

The forest was quiet, the moon just reaching its highest peak
when I heard the car coming up the gravel drive.  He'd been
quicker than I thought finding the address and following me
here.  But then real criminals were like that.  They knew
how to infiltrate records for access normally denied.  And, of
course, as Mayor he had access to all my records.  Kneeling in
the brush I followed his progress with my night scope.  He
wasn't even trying to be quiet.  But then he was the Mayor,
and I'd been dressed like a tramp asking for trouble.  Of
course I'd invited him out here.   And that's when he'd
found me lying in a pool of my own blood, raped, beaten and stabbed
to death.  And he'd be believed.  One more cold case to
join the thousands already on our shelves.

I waited patiently as he parked.  Waited until he opened
the door and started to step out.  My finger moved, the sound
sharp and loud disrupting the quiet of the forest.  Wildlife
scurried as birds shrieked and flew out of the surrounding 
trees.  He stumbled backwards, falling into the driver's
seat.  One leg twitched.  I waited until it stopped
before lowering the rifle and approaching the car.  Pulling
the dart out of his shoulder I shoved him over into the passenger
seat.   He was still awake, and his eyes followed me as I
walked back to the cabin, grabbed my bag and returned to the
car.  The drug would keep him paralyzed up to two hours. 
Plenty of time for me to prepare for stage two.

I loved the old parish.  Carlton living there seemed the
ultimate sacrilege to me.  But he would have enjoyed
that.  Lying down to sleep at night as if he were innocent and
belonged there. 

 Of course, as Mayor he would move out now.  Or he
would have.    It took me less than ten minutes to
set up the basement.  Time for stage three.

Returning to the car I noticed Carlton was moving around, trying
to break the ropes tying him, grunting loudly behind the duct tape
covering his mouth.  I laughed.  "Doesn’t feel good to be
helpless, does it?"

He glared at me.  I prodded him with the glock.  "Get
out."

He stumbled once going down the steps and I reached out to
steady him.  Wouldn't do to have him fall and break his
neck.  I watched as his eyes widened when he saw the chair,
table and tape recorder.  Motioning him to the chair I waited
until he was seated and then finished tying him up, making sure the
ropes were tight before I ripped off the duct tape.  "I'll
destroy you," he growled.

I sat down across from him, staring straight into his
eyes.  "You already have.  But I have one question for
you, and only one.  Do you want to live?"

Perhaps it was something he saw in my eyes.  Perhaps it was
just the thought that he might not live.  Whatever the reason
the bravado seeped out of him.  He nodded slowly.  "Yes,
I want to live."

Standing up I walked to the table and picked up the typed
note.  "I need a confession.  A full confession. 
I've even written it out for you."  I handed him the
note.  "Read it, and then we'll talk."

Going to the corner I flipped on the computer, hooking to the
internet and finding his connection.  All I needed now was his
password.  I turned back to find his eyes staring at me. 
The color had drained from his face, and the hand gripping the
notes  trembled.  "Who are you?"

"I think you know who I am.  What's your password?"

I saw the hesitation in his eyes, but somewhere in the back of
his mind he still believed I was the good guy, and the good guy
didn't kill people.  "Satan."

I typed it in, opening up his email.  In minutes I had
loaded the addresses of the major networks, radio stations and
newspapers.   Returning to the seat across from him, I
moved the tape recorder closer.  "Are you ready to
confess?"

He nodded.  "Start reading."  I hit the record
button.

"My name is Lewis Carlton, but many years ago I went by the name
of James Hardwick.  In 1981 I was working as a farm hand in
Prelude, Arkansas for a young couple by the name of George and Anna
Casindos.  I killed them both.  And I raped their twelve
year old daughter, leaving her for dead.  I have committed
other crimes.  Killed other couples and raped other
children.  And I fooled all of you."

 I hit the rewind button as he glared at me.  Hooking
the recorder to the computer I uploaded the audio and attached the
file to the email.  All that was left was to hit the send
button.

"So what happens now?  You know that won't hold up in
court."

Walking back to the table I flipped open my case, removing the
scalpel.  "Yes, I know it won't hold up in court."

Picking up the duct tape I gagged him with an oily rag and wound
the tape around his head and the back of the chair, immobilizing
him, but making sure to leave his ears clear.  I wanted him to
hear every word I said.

Taking his chin in my hands, I made him meet my gaze.  "Do
you know how many times I've seen your eyes?  Every night for
twenty years.  But I’m not going to see them
anymore."   Reaching up I pushed in on his left eyelid,
pressing down and in until the ball popped out of the socket. 
"Most people don't realize how easy it is to pop out an
eyeball.  A violent sneeze can cause one to pop out." 
Taking the scalpel I quickly severed the optic nerve and ocular
muscles and tossed the eyeball into the jar of water waiting on the
table.  "See how easy that was."  I stared into the
remaining eye, listening to the guttural screams from beneath the
duct tape as I reached for the right eyelid, repeating the process
and popping out the eyeball.  "I hope that hurt," I stated
flatly, cutting the nerves and muscles and tossing the right eye
into the jar of water.  "Now, let me see."  I grabbed his
chin and examined his face with the now empty eye sockets. 
"That's so much better."

It was almost three a.m.  In six hours the church would be
filling with townspeople seeking salvation.  Unbeknownst to
them, they had received it.  Their children were now
safe.   The screams were tapering off.  
Walking to the computer I hit the send key.  In moments
Carlton's confession would reach all the major news channels.
 Grabbing the can of gasoline I poured it over his head,
soaking him thoroughly.  The guttural screams started again as
he twisted against the ropes.  Picking up the jar, I walked to
the steps and climbed to the top where I stopped to light a
cigarette.  I hadn't smoked in years, but tonight seemed like
a good time to start back.  Taking one final deep drag, I
tossed it into the basement taking pleasure in the sound of
flickering flames.  In seconds he was totally engulfed. 
Closing the basement door, I walked out into the night without
looking back.

# # #

The sound of heavy pounding woke me from a sound sleep. 
The soundest sleep I'd had in twenty years.  It wasn't really
a surprise, but still I needed to act surprised.  Pulling on a
t-shirt and shorts I padded barefoot to the door wiping sleep from
my eyes.   "I'm coming, stop beating the door
down."  Jerking it open I let Mark in.  "What the hell
are you doing pounding on my door on a Sunday?"

"Get dressed.  The Mayor's been killed."

"What?  How?  When?"  I turned my back to him,
hiding the smile playing around my lips as I made my way to the
kitchen and flipped on the coffee.

"Some time last night or early this morning.  Jesus, Tina,
somebody cut out his eyes and fried him.  They haven’t found
the eyes."

I gripped the kitchen counter, one hand over my mouth feigning
nausea.  "Jesus," I whispered.

Mark paced back and forth in the living room.  I could tell
he was anxious to get to the crime scene.  This would be a
high profile crime.  The kind that could make or break a
career.  "We need to get moving.  How soon can you be
ready?"

Turning back to the sink I grabbed a clean cup and poured a cup
of coffee.  As lead detective I could take the case, or assign
it to someone else.  "Give the case to Jim and Ted."

Mark stopped pacing long enough to glare at me.  "Jim and
Ted?  They couldn't catch a runaway dog if the owner was still
holding the leash.  You can't be serious, Tina.  Do you
have any idea how big this case is gonna be?"

Sipping the coffee I met his gaze.  "Yes, Mark, I know how
big this case is going to be.  And I’m still giving it to Jim
and Ted.  They'll be—"  The sound of his cell phone
interrupted me.

"Graham here.  What?  All right."  Closing the
phone Mark walked over and flipped on the TV.  "Chief says we
need to watch the news."

"At approximately three a.m. this morning news channels
across the country received a shocking audio tape from Lewis
Carlton, the newly elected mayor of Seabrook, Maine.  In the
tape Carlton confesses to murder and rape of a twelve year old
girl.  We have been able to verify and authenticate the audio,
as well as verify the date and time of the alleged murders. 
The body of  Mayor  Carlton was discovered this morning
by… "

Mark turned off the newscast.   "I'll wait while you
get dressed.  Look better if you give the case to Jim and
Ted.  Not that they're going to want it now."

Thirty minutes later, showered and dressed I watched the passing
landscape as Mark drove toward the station.  "You think
they'll ever find the eyes?"

I smiled slightly as we passed the sewer plant and I watched the
sludge pile bubble.  "I doubt it."

 

 

The End
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PROLOGUE

 

  Corrine Larson bit her lip, stifling a scream as she
turned slightly, struggling to open her eyes.  She couldn’t
remember if he’d beaten her for one hour or six, but she knew she
was dying. Her body begging to shut down. She’d never heard the
death rattle, but she recognized it now, deep inside her chest,
with each shallow, painful breath.

  Managing only a narrow slit with her left eye, she stared
at him, conveying her hatred. He’d used her, and because of her,
others would die. A small whimper escaped her lips before she could
stop it. It wasn’t for her. She didn’t mind dying. Except for…

  Corrine fought the thoughts threatening to overwhelm her,
concentrating on the new pain caused by the salty tears coursing
down her face. Her tortured mind honed in on her one satisfaction.
That one ray of light in the darkness: She hadn’t told him
everything.

  Drawing in one last ragged breath, she closed her eye,
allowing the feel of the cool damp concrete to soothe her burning
body. It was almost over.

  He whistled softly, a haunting rendition of I Saw the
Light, as he loaded the gun.

  Corrine turned her thoughts to Sarah and her child. He
would kill them. Or worse. Another whimper escaped her lips. Why?
Why hadn’t she just left it alone? Sarah had been safe. Her child
had been safe. And now, because her reporter’s nose had sniffed a
story they were all going to die.

  Emotional pain washed over her in waves, drowning out the
physical pain. Hurting even worse. There had to be something she
could do. Some way to undo the damage she’d done.

  She sifted through her memory, searching, rejecting and
searching again. She’d written an article once about a psychic who
believed your dying thoughts could travel across time and space,
influencing the outcome of events to come. Maybe the psychic was
right. Maybe if she tried hard enough she could reach across time
and space. Warn Sarah.

  Rough hands jerked at her hair, raising her from the
bloody warehouse floor. She felt the cold steel pressed against the
back of her head, heard the sound of the gun cocking. She’d always
thought her dying thoughts would be of Rob or Gavin; instead, she
honed on in the image of Sarah and her child. As the bullet
shattered her brain, she held the image in her mind and silently
screamed, He’s coming Sarah. He wants to destroy you.

# # #

  Murder is a sin. You’ll go to hell.

  “It wasn’t murder—it was self defense.”

  He hated the voice in his head. She was always bitching
at him. Always butting in. Preaching. A cruel smile twisted the
handsome features. Today it didn’t matter. Today was a day of
celebration. Soon he’d have what was rightfully his. All the years
of waiting would be over. Whistling softly, he pulled away from the
dumpster and parked the car. Just a few little things to finish.
Pulling the police cap down low he entered the apartment
building.

  “Evening officer, can I help you?”

  “Just delivering some luggage to Ms. Larson.”

  The security guard checked the register. “Looks like Ms.
Larson is out this evening.”

  “Yeah, I know. She gave me a key and told me to set it
inside the door. Working on some big story and needed to meet the
mayor or somebody. Don’t know why the city wants to waste the
taxpayers’ money and use me as her damn courier, but here I
am.”

  The guard grinned. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”
Shrugging in sympathy, he turned his attention to the crossword
puzzle. “Go on up.”

  He walked slowly, taking his time. The bitch had been
tougher than he’d thought. She’d cost him a whole fucking day. He
wouldn’t rush things now, though. Everything had to play out just
right. All he had to do was make it look like she’d never left
town.

  What if she told someone?

  The thought enraged him. He cursed softly as he slipped
the key into the lock. That was the trouble with women—they talked
too damn much.

  And she wouldn’t scream, would she?

  He clenched his fists. The bitch just wouldn’t scream. A
deep ache started inside his groin. No screaming and no
satisfaction. Too old. He liked them young, breasts just starting
to bud. Like the one he’d glimpsed in the alley on his way in.
Maybe she was still there. Maybe…

  Unclenching his fists, he ignored the voice. It didn’t
matter. He had what he wanted. Setting the luggage inside the door,
he relocked it and pulled out the faded snapshot from his shirt
pocket. He felt it then. Joy. Pure unadulterated joy. She would
scream. Scream for every one of the six long years he’d wasted
searching for her.

  Laughing he placed the photo back inside his pocket. Time
could be cruel, but not this time. He’d been given a bonus. Oh,
yes, a definite bonus. Maybe he’d let Sarah live and just take the
child. He liked that idea.

  The throbbing in his groin increased, reminding him he
had a mission to complete. Checking his gun, he screwed the
silencer into place. The cameras had seen only what he wanted them
to see, but the guard would have to be dealt with. He chuckled.
Everyone knew about the corruption in the police ranks. The bitch
had actually written an article on it. By the time they stopped
chasing that lead, he’d be long gone.

  The security guard glanced up as the elevator doors
opened. “Everything okay, buddy?”

  “Everything is just fine now,” he said, raising the gun.
He chuckled again at the look of surprise that crossed the guard’s
face, right before the bullet pierced his heart.

  Murder is a sin.

  “I told you, it’s not my fault. She’s the reason I have
to kill.”

  You like killing.

  He whistled as he exited the building and glanced at the
dumpster. He didn’t like killing. He was just cleaning up the
trash.

  Clouds hung low in the sky, threatening to open up any
minute. He listened to the whimpers coming from the alley. She was
still there. An omen. It really was his lucky day. He approached
her slowly, his voice low and gentle. “Aren’t you a little young to
be out this late at night?” The girl stopped her whimpering and
looked at him. He saw the fear reflected in her deep blue eyes
slowly dissipate as she looked at the uniform. She nodded. Smiling,
he held out his hand. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

  Excitement coursed through his body as she placed her
small hand in his. This one would be a screamer. Whistling softly,
he buckled her in and brushed the blonde curls away from her face.
“Did you know tomorrow is Mother’s Day?”

 

Chapter 1

 

 

  Gavin McAllister groaned, fighting the pink swirls, the
arms reaching through the mist. They were calling him, their tiny
hands reaching through the fog, begging, pleading. Help us, Gavin.
You have to hurry.

  Terror built inside him. He could hear the laughter in
the distance coming closer. Hollow, evil, maniacal laughter. Felt
the eyes boring into him from the darkness just outside the mist.
Black eyes. The quintessence of all that was evil.

  The mist turned red, seeping into his brain, enveloping
him in pain. Excruciating pain. Laughter. Pain. Black eyes.
Screams.

  Too late. You’re too late, McAllister. Every day is
Mother’s Day.

  “N-o-o-o!”

  Like all the times before, the scream jerked Gavin from
the nightmare. Throwing off the covers he sat up, trembling, and
glanced at the bedside clock. Four fifty-five a.m. Groaning he ran
a hand through his thick dark hair and waited for the trembling to
stop. Something was different this time. The nightmares were
getting stronger, the screams louder, closer. And this time there
had been blood and pain. The knot in his stomach still hurt, and
there was a strange ache in his chest. An eerie sadness.

  “What the hell have I done?” he whispered.

  His gaze strayed to the phone, mentally willing it not to
ring, but knowing in his heart it would. It was Mother’s Day, and
somewhere out there was the body of a young girl. The phone would
ring. It always rang.

  Feeling less shaky, he made his way through the dark
apartment to the kitchen. Hesitating, he gritted his teeth and
flipped the light switch, his gaze immediately going to his hands.
He always expected to find them covered in blood. The blood of the
innocent. The blood of those who came to him in dreams, the ones he
couldn’t save.

  Cursing softly he ground the coffee beans, started the
pot to brew, and headed for the shower. He might as well be ready.
It would be useless to try to go back to sleep.

  The hot water from the shower helped clear his head and
ease the knot in his stomach. He needed to write down the dream,
compare it to the others. Five years. The son-of-a-bitch had been
inside his head five years, playing games with his sanity. Gavin
examined his image in the mirror, searching for answers he could
never seem to find, listening to the words echoing inside his head.
Too late. You’re too late, McAllister.

  “Shit,” he muttered at the sound of the phone ringing.
Wrapping a towel around his body, Gavin walked to the bedroom. He
didn’t need to look at the caller I.D.; he knew who was on the
other end.

  “Hey, Rob.”

  “We’ll pick you up in thirty minutes.”

  “I’ll be ready.”

  Dressing quickly, Gavin picked up the overnight case
sitting by the bed. Rob hadn’t told him to pack a bag this time.
The ache in his chest deepened, the eerie sadness spreading. This
time something was different. As he sat down on the edge of the
bed, he bowed his head, his thoughts in turmoil. He should have
refused to work with Rob on this. All the steps he’d taken to
protect his adopted brother over the years, even changing his
surname to McAllister, would be worthless if the truth came out. He
was running out of time.

  The ringing of the doorbell pulled him from the depths of
despair. He couldn’t go there now. There would be time for that
later.

  “You’re early,” Gavin stated, noting the grim faces of
the two FBI agents.

  “Yeah, well, traffic is kind of light this time of the
morning.” Rob Walker pushed past Gavin and tossed his jacket on the
nearest chair.

  “I hope you made it strong,” Carl Jackson muttered,
closing the door.

  “Just the way you like it, Carl.”

  Gavin turned his attention to his brother pacing in the
small kitchen. Something was bothering Rob. Something more than the
early morning call.

  “I’m getting too old for this, guys. The only reason a
man should get up at five in the morning is to go fishing.” Carl
followed Gavin’s gaze and turned to watch his partner pacing back
and forth.

  Gavin squeezed Carl’s shoulder and shook his head. He’d
heard this song and dance the past ten years. Carl Jackson had been
with the Bureau more than forty years. No matter how much he moaned
and groaned, he would never retire.

  “Catch this guy and I’ll buy you a fishing boat.” Rob
stopped pacing and poured three cups of the strong coffee.

  “The way it’s going, I’ll be too old to use it,” Carl
muttered.

  “We’ll catch him, Carl. No matter what it takes, we’ll
get this demented bastard!” Rob exclaimed, his light blue eyes
darkening into grim turbulent pools.

  Gavin studied his brother over the mug of steaming
coffee. “Something eating at you, Rob?”

  “Yeah, the son-of-a-bitch got personal.”

  Gavin raised an eyebrow in silent question.

  “Hollywood Cemetery. Hit us in our own backyard.”

# # #

  Traffic was light, and Gavin used the time to gather his
thoughts. He’d never told Rob or Carl about the dreams. He’d
entered the investigation unofficially on his own time, and he’d
been surprised when Chief Walsh called him in, asking for his help.
Well—not his help—the help of the famous private investigator,
Jacody Ives. The master of uncovering secrets, unmasking killers.
Gavin had long ago forgotten where the character in his books
stopped and he began. Somewhere along the route, the two had become
one. Or maybe they’d always been one.

  The sun was just rising over the James River. Gavin
watched its reflection shimmering, creating dancing diamond glints
on the rippling water, as the rays penetrated the shroud of mist
that surrounded Belle Island. His thoughts turned inward, pensive,
as he watched the fog separate—a thousand ghosts dissipating in the
early morning light. Places, like people, rarely showed the
ugliness of what lay just beneath the surface. Unlike the majority
of tourists who traipsed and jogged over the hiking trails, Gavin
saw the ugliness of the island. It had once been a Civil War prison
harboring almost 10,000 prisoners. No one was sure just how many
prisoners had died and were buried here. There were no marked
graves. History was forgotten. The small island had been turned
into just another tourist attraction for hikers and joggers. He
wondered if the tourists ever thought about the bodies they
strolled over.

  Gavin turned his attention back to the road as they
crossed the Robert E. Lee Bridge and pulled up to the gates of the
cemetery.

  “Stop a minute, Carl.” After exiting the vehicle, Gavin
examined the gates for signs of forced entry.

  Rob scowled, watching as Gavin examined the gates.
“Nothing. How did he get past the gates? There’s no other way
in.”

  “Told you he’s a fucking ghost,” Carl answered.

  “What do you think, Gavin?” Rob asked.

  Rising from his crouched position, Gavin flexed his legs
to ease the cramps. “Ghost or man, let’s see if we can’t send him
to hell.”

  They returned to the car and resumed their trip deep into
the cemetery.

  Gavin’s thoughts turned to the history of the cemetery.
Harvie’s Woods had been named after Colonel John Harvie and covered
acres of ground, winding over hills and valleys. Some magazine had
referred to it as America’s most beautiful garden cemetery. Gavin
had always thought of it as the Garden of Angels. That was what he
remembered from childhood. The haunted faces and sad eyes of the
angel statutes that must forever stand in silent vigil.

  Presidents John Tyler and James Monroe were buried here.
His mother had always said its random, timeless beauty housed the
eternal dreams of people’s lives, their loves, laughter, sorrows,
and hopes.

  “Remember when Mom and Dad brought us here all the time?”
Rob turned around in the seat facing Gavin. “Said they wanted us to
know our history. Learn reverence for the past and hope for the
future. We ran around reading the epitaphs for hours.”

  Gavin laughed. “Yeah, you would read the epitaphs and
then rush to the history books to find out who killed them and
why.”

  Rob grinned at him. “What about you? You couldn’t wait to
uncover what the epitaphs didn’t say. Always looking for
secrets.”

  “Your parents were both history teachers weren’t they?”
Carl asked, glancing at the two brothers.

  “Yeah. Mom always said you could chart the future by
knowing the past.” Rob’s face turned thoughtful, his eyes
reflecting the sadness that thoughts of his parents still invoked
even after eight years. “Ever wonder what would have happened,
Gavin, if Mom and Dad had known you were a twin and adopted Cory,
too?”

  Gavin shook his head and chuckled. “Hadn’t thought much
about it. Of course, the Larsons could also have adopted both of
us. Then I wouldn’t have to spend all my time looking out for
you.”

  Rob grumbled something unintelligible.

  Gavin continued to grin. “Esprit de l’escalier, little
brother?”

  “Pontificator.”

  Gavin ignored the comment, continuing his teasing. “Of
course if the Walkers had adopted both of us, then Cory would be
your sister. Not getting cold feet are you?”

  “No way. Cory is everything I ever wanted in life. Which
reminds me, don’t forget about tomorrow. Tux fittings for both of
you.” Rob grinned at Carl.

  “Shit, we really got to wear them monkey outfits?” Carl
grimaced.

  “We’d better, unless we want Cory to take off our heads.”
Gavin laughed. “I have been thinking though, Rob. When you and Cory
get married, that makes my brother my brother-in-law, and my sister
my sister-in-law. So, when you two have kids, what does that make
me?”

  “The babysitter.” Rob grinned.

  “Not in this lifetime. I’ll be the favorite uncle.
Distant uncle, that is,” Gavin stated.

  “Hey, don’t forget about Uncle Carl. I’ve had to watch
this sorry wimp sit around moon-eyed for a year now before she
finally set the date. I gotta get something out of this.” Carl
feigned his best pained look.

  Gavin laughed. “Okay, you can be the favorite uncle…and
babysitter.”

  The laughter stopped abruptly as they arrived at the
center of the cemetery, taking in the scene before them. Carl
pulled over to the side, parking the car out of the way.

  “Why here?” Rob wondered out loud.

  Carl shrugged, but Gavin had been wondering the same
thing. Was the killer sending some message to them? Disposal sites
were often picked at random. Convenience played a key role. This
site had taken some serious thought and planning.

  “Looks like the Blue Boys have secured the perimeter,”
Carl stated flatly.

  “Don’t let them hear you call them that,” Rob cautioned
as they exited the car. “Politically correct, it’s Boys in Blue, or
better yet, Officers in Blue.”

  “Shit, everybody calls them that,” Carl muttered.

  The medical examiner looked up and shook his head as they
approached. From all appearances the young girl could be calmly
sleeping, her blonde curls brushed delicately to the side, head
turned, hands positioned under her cheek. A picture of innocence
nestled among the angels watching over her. Her clothing had been
carefully arranged to protect her from prying eyes. Gavin knew what
the medical examiner had found beneath the clothing. What had been
found four times before.

  “Morning, Rex. Was it here?” Rob asked.

  Rex Bray nodded as he handed over the small plastic bag
containing a small pink gift card.

  “Kept it under wraps until you guys got here.”

  Rob nodded his thanks. Rex had worked the previous cases
with them and knew to keep news about the cards quiet. They’d been
lucky so far. Rex had managed to convince the other medical
examiners of the importance of keeping the cards secret. All they
needed was a worldwide panic every Mother’s Day.

  “Who found the body?” Gavin asked.

  Rex nodded his head toward the young officer standing
about twenty feet away. “Talk to Officer Preston. I think he was
the first one on the scene.”

  Rob and Carl approached the young officer, flashed their
badges and introduced themselves.

  “Rob Walker and Carl Jackson, FBI,” Carl stated. “This is
Gavin McAllister. Who found the body?”

  “Groundskeeper when he came in this morning. Said he
thought maybe she’d gotten lost and just fell asleep on the ground.
Didn’t realize she was dead until he got closer.”

  Gavin breathed deeply, letting it out slowly, frustration
causing the knot in his stomach to catch, twist. The more people
who had walked over and around the scene, the harder it would be to
find anything of significance. Not that the bastard had ever left
anything of significance. Even the cards were generic, found in any
department or drug store across America.

  Carl nodded at Rob. “We’ll need to interview him.”

  Officer Preston shook his head, glancing, and then
averting his gaze from the small lifeless body.

  “Be a little hard. Poor guy suffered a heart attack right
after he called it in. I found him when I got here. He died on the
way to the hospital.”

  Gavin walked a short distance from the trio, studying the
ground, searching the faces of the angels. The groundskeeper’s
death would be put down as natural causes, but Gavin knew it wasn’t
natural. It should be recorded as a homicide. The bastard had
gotten two for the price of one. And they were still stuck with no
clues. Literally, another dead end.

  “Okay, you guys can leave. We’ll take over from here,”
Carl stated.

  Officer Preston nodded. Gavin knew the young officer was
glad to turn this one over to someone else. Glad he wouldn’t have
to be the one who had to look into the eyes of grieving parents and
tell them their child had been murdered.

  “Let’s go to work,” Rob growled.

  Gavin watched as Richmond’s finest exited the scene, and
wondered, work on what? The cities had changed, but nothing else.
Five long years, and not one clue other than those damn cards.

  “Yeah, let’s go to work,” Carl muttered.

  Gavin glanced at Carl’s slumped shoulders, realizing for
the first time just how old Carl really was. He should have retired
years ago. The once black springy hair was now totally white. The
Bureau had tried to retire him to a desk ten years ago, but Carl
had fought like hell. Chief Walsh had finally given in and paired
him up with Rob. Gavin figured the chief thought Rob could take
care of Carl if they got into trouble. It was the other way around.
Carl had ended up taking care of both of them after their parents’
death.

  Rex Bray had just finished packing up his equipment and
was overseeing the loading of the body.

  “Same as usual. Repeated lashings with some type of belt
or paddle, genitals show signs of vicious rape. Death by
suffocation. Can’t tell you more until the autopsy.” He shrugged,
knowing there wouldn’t be much more to tell.

  “Think anybody saw the card?” Rob fingered the package
hidden in his jacket pocket.

  “Don’t think so. It was under the body and I put it out
of sight as soon as I arrived. You need to get this guy.”

  “Yeah, we know,” Rob stated, pulling the package from his
pocket.

  Gavin noted the look on Rob’s face, and took the package
from him. “I’ll read it.”

  Rob simply nodded. Gavin knew that Rob and Cory wanted
children. A case like this screwed with your head. Made you doubt
your ability to protect your own child. He knew that Rob was
thinking about that now.

  Pulling on tight surgical gloves, Gavin took out the
small card, grimacing as he read the message.

  A gift for you.

  Ah, sweet little one, the salt of your tears, the music
of your screams brings such joy to my ears. Every day is Mother’s
Day.

  T

  Not quite the same. Gavin shivered as he ran his fingers
over the words on the card. Every day is Mother’s Day.

  The ringing of Rob’s cell phone broke the uneasy
silence.

  Gavin mentally shook himself, pulling away from the
darkness of his thoughts. He stopped looking at the card to listen
to the one-sided conversation.

  “What’s up, Chief?”

  Frustration and anger darkened Rob’s features.

  “We just started here. Wait a damn minute. This is our
case!”

  Rob listened another second before slamming the cell
phone shut.

  “The chief wants us at the office. You too, Gavin.”

  “What’s up?” Gavin asked.

  “He wouldn’t say. He’s sending Johnny and Brad out to the
scene.”

  “Shit, they’re just novices. Not ready for this kind of
scene.” Carl reached for a cigarette. “Damn,” he grunted, realizing
he’d left them in the car.

  “Yeah, well, tell it to the chief,” Rob snarled angrily
as he strode toward the car.

  Gavin felt as if he were wearing lead shoes, each step a
slow painful process. The wind had picked up, and the rustling
through the leaves whispered around him. Too late.
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PROLOGUE

 

      Moonlight glinted off the
scalpel.

      Lydia moistened her lips and
swallowed, flinching at the pain. Her throat was dry, raw from her
screams.

      “Please… ” she
whispered.

      Thud, clink, thud, clink,
thud, clink. The shovel dug in rhythm to the voice. The singsong
rhyme.

      “Dig the hole, dig it deep,
give the worms something to eat. I like the livers and the hearts,
the worms can have the other parts.”

      Thud, clink, thud.

      Tossing the shovel he knelt
beside her, gently brushing the long blonde hair from her face.
“Shh… ,” he whispered.

      Insane giggles filled the
night as the scalpel slashed through bone and sinew.

      The sapphire-blue eyes
dimmed, fading as her body jerked and her lips parted.

      “Please… ,” she
whispered
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Destiny.

A path that could not be altered except by the one who walked
it. And few chose their own.

Billy Dawson did not walk the path he desired, but the path that
had been chosen for him thousands of years before by his ancestors.
A path he had always been sure of. Until now.

“He’s a good man.”

Her voice intruded on his thoughts as he maneuvered the Blazer
around the sharp curves.

“It’s not my fault, Miss Charity. You know that.”

Billy could feel her presence, just as if she were sitting next
to him. Feel the piercing dark eyes boring into him. She knew where
he was going. What he was going to do. She even knew who he was—or
what he was.

“It ain’t right.”

The sadness inside him deepened as he felt her drift away from
him. He’d been alone since the death of his grandfather. Ostracized
from society. Walking a path that few would understand, and most
would hate him for.

Perhaps that was their bond, he thought. Miss Charity had turned
her back on society. Created a new world for herself. An enigma
that no one understood. And because they didn’t understand her,
they feared her.

Billy understood her. The beauty of her tortured soul, torn and
ravished by life. The pain. Much like the pain of the tormented
souls that cried out to him in the late night hours. Seeking
justice. Or simply seeking peace.

Choices had to be made. Sacrifices.

Coming into another curve Billy shifted his right foot, letting
off the gas pedal, allowing the vehicle to gradually slow. His gaze
drifted to the leather satchel on the seat beside him. His destiny.
His grandfather had been so proud when he’d killed the buck. They’d
worked side by side for days as his grandfather explained every
stitch, each design, so that one day Billy could make the satchel
for his own grandson. Pass on the gift.

He’d been too young to understand why his grandmother had turned
away from him, hands clenched at her side, eyes brimming with
tears. She had known. Even then she had known this day would
come.

“He’s a good man.”

Billy cursed softly and turned his attention back to the road.
He had no choice. Day by day the shadows grew darker. Heavier. More
menacing. Evil was coming and there was only one way to stop it.
That was why he was here. Why he’d come here two years ago.

“Please… ,” she whispered.

Rolling down the window Billy sniffed the air hoping to clear
his mind. Shut out the whispers. Winter was approaching. He could
feel the wetness that clung to the breeze. An early snow would fall
tonight. A thick blanket of white that would cover the blood soaked
ground upon which he must stand. Blood that even now called to
him.

“You cannot save them.”

The driveway to the old cabin loomed in front of him and Billy
turned the Blazer slowly up the path. He couldn’t escape his
destiny anymore than he could escape the whispers on the wind, or
his father’s voice. Every aspect of life was just a moment in time.
And time was endless. Here is where it began. Here is where it must
end.

Pulling to the edge of the cabin Billy parked the Blazer. The
moon was full, and beautiful. An azure-tint surrounding its edges.
A perfect night. Perfect in every aspect—except he was here to call
down death.

Stepping out in the crisp night air Billy removed his clothing,
folded it neatly and placed it inside the vehicle. He too had known
this day would come. The origins of the ritual he was about to
perform went back thirty thousand years. Passed from fathers to
sons. He’d performed it many times before. But it had been
different then. He’d known for certain there was no good to
destroy.

His skin glistened in the moonlight as he flexed his shoulders,
enjoying the sensation of cold wind on his bare skin. The feathery
touch of soft mist. Reaching into the Blazer he removed the satchel
and shook his head as he tried once again to clear his mind of Miss
Charity’s image. She was the closest thing to a mother he’d ever
known. He would miss her.

Sighing heavily, Billy walked to the medicine wheel he’d
prepared earlier. Choices. Sacrifices. You couldn’t stop
destiny.

Waiting until the moon reached its highest point Billy removed
the items from the bag carefully. Placing the ceremonial bowl at
his feet he filled it with sage and lit it, standing quietly as the
smoke surrounded him, purifying his body. Raising his hands he
prayed. “Make my heart pure that I might walk in balance and
harmony.”

Inhaling the smoke he waited for his mind to clear, body to
relax, spirit to soar.

“Dammit, he’s a good man!”

An image of his grandmother passed before his eyes, replaced
almost immediately by the image of his great-grandfather, smiling
patiently. “There is a way.”

An ancient chant reverberated inside his head. A forbidden
chant.

Picking up the sacred drum of his grandfather Billy drummed the
ancient melody as he danced clockwise around the wheel, beginning
and ending in the east. Creating a perfect circle. Standing in the
center he raised his hands to the heavens. “Eternal spirit,
earth-maker, pain-bearer, life-giver, source of all that is and all
that shall be, I call upon the elder. Hear me.”

Fear rose inside him, choking him. His movements no longer his
own he felt his arms float downward, head tilt back, eyes close. He
became the wind, the trees, the earth beneath his feet. The joy of
life. The pain of death. Sweat ran cold against his skin. His heart
pounded.

“My son, what have you done?”

Falling to his knees Billy gasped for breath. His father’s voice
had pulled him back, but his body was still on fire. Every muscle,
every nerve screaming out in agony. He understood now why his
father had forbidden him to perform this ritual. Why it was no
longer taught. There was no way to be sure. No absolutes. And the
price… his great-grandfather had not told him the price.

Moving slowly Billy reached for the satchel, every movement
sending a fresh ripple of pain through his muscles as he pulled the
pipe from the satchel. He held it for a moment, feeling its power,
drawing on its energy to give him strength to stand. The pipe was
the most sacred tool of his ancestors. Possession was an honor. An
honor he would now lose. If he survived.

Hands trembling he opened the tobacco pouch, filled the pipe,
lit it and inhaled deeply. The pain subsided as he breathed out
small puffs of smoke, acknowledging the seven directions. The
choice had been his. He’d done it for Miss Charity. She had
suffered enough in this world. He could not bring himself to cause
her more pain.

Raising the pipe above his head he began the prayer song,
uttering the chant he’d learned from his great-grandfather. His
voice rose. High. Clear. Sweet. A melody without music. A song
without words.

The moon disappeared behind the clouds as the forest fell
silent.

“It is done!”

The voice was old. Unfathomable. Fear kept his eyes closed, but
he could hear the rushing, whistling sound in the distance as the
wind rose and snow began to fall. The wolf howled as the medicine
pipe disappeared from his hands.

Eager to be elsewhere, Billy gave thanks to the spirits, closed
the circle and repacked the satchel. The air no longer felt crisp.
Even the interior of the Blazer felt icy as he quickly donned his
clothing and slammed the door against the wind.

The pain was now just a memory. One he would relive many times
in the days to come. Glancing at the ridge he pulled the vehicle
into gear. Soon the Shaman would dance his prayers. A man would
die. A heart sacrificed to right a wrong. The dreamers would dream.
An ancient battle would begin.
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